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In the history of New York, the significance of the name has changed from Dutch to Irish to Jewish to Negro. Of these changes, the last has come most swiftly. Throughout colored America, from Massachusetts to Mississippi, and across the continent to Los
Angeles and Seattle, its name, which as late as fifteen years ago had scarcely been heard, now stands for the Negro metropolis. Harlem is indeed the great Mecca for the sight-seer, the pleasure-seeker, the curious, the adventurous, the enterprising, the ambitious, and the talented of the whole Negro world; for the lure of it has reached down to every island of the Carib sea and has penetrated even into Africa.
-James Weldon Johnson, "The Making of Harlem" 2 After traveling for nearly a week by sea, Rev. and Mrs. Brown arrived in New York City in the midst of a fierce snowstorm. The story of the Harlem Unitarian Church is about the combined effort of a few brave souls to bring about something the world had never seen before. What exactly that "something" was, however, is subject to any number of interpretations. Although Ethelred Brown had
The Origins of Black Humanism in America struggled to establish a predominantly Black Unitarian ministry back home in his native Jamaica for several years, his attempts were of no avail. So Rev. Brown and his wife, Ella, decided to leave the Caribbean and make a fresh start in the United States. The couple secured modest funds from a British Unitarian women's mission group that allowed them to book passage aboard a ship setting sail from Kingston, Jamaica, on Saturday, February 21, 1920, headed for Harlem. Meanwhile, future HUC members such as Richard B. Moore, Frank R. Crosswaith, Grace Campbell, and W.A. Domingo had already been in America for a number of years. Each of them sought to stake their respective claims to what the United States had to offer: a better quality of living, greater social mobility, and an increased sense of individual potential, among other things. These personalities coalesced in Harlem to make their shared and individual goals materialize.
Imagine what it must have been like to be a Black immigrant coming to the United States at the turn of the century. For the men and women coming from the Caribbean, the voyage meant sailing aboard large, cramped, steam-powered vessels that moaned as they cut through the choppy waters along the eastern seaboard. But as their ships made their way toward the island of Manhattan, only the hardest of hearts could remain unaffected by the experience unfolding before them. The surge of the vessels beneath their feet must have echoed a flood of emotion as Black newcomers made their imminent approach into the waters surrounding New York City. The very sight of the Statue of Liberty, Ellis Island, and Manhattan's soon to be legendary (and imitated) skyline must have added to the intensity of that singular moment.
Unlike other African peoples who were forced to travel across the Atlantic generations earlier under horrific circumstances, Black immigrants from the Caribbean expected-and in some cases, demanded-freedom the minute they landed on American shores. During the first two decades of the twentieth century, Black Harlem continued to grow as tens of thousands of migrants from the American South were joined by thousands of Black immigrants from the Caribbean, Latin America, and Africa. As historian Cary Wintz argues, these pilgrims "all seemed to find their way to Harlem's streets and tenements . . . By 1920 Harlem, by virtue of the sheer size of its Black population, had emerged as the capital of black America; its name evoked a magic that lured all classes of blacks from all sections of the country to its streets."
